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Theory and Theorizing in Agricultural History 
Shane Hamilton 
Abstract 
The field of agricultural history could benefit from interdisciplinary engagement 
with theoretical work. Rather than chiding agricultural historians for avoiding 
theory, this essay suggests specific ways in which many agricultural historians 
are already engaging with theory. In particular the practice of colligation may be 
an especially productive mode for agricultural historians to broaden the audience 
for their research and enrich their teaching. The essay concludes with a brief set 
of possibilities for building on theories in economics, geography, sociology and 
anthropology, and political science. 
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Is there a place for theory in agricultural history? At first glance it might seem that the field 
is nearly atheoretical. $:HERI6FLHQFHVHDUFKIRUDQ\YDULDQWRI³WKHRU\´appearing in an 
article in Agricultural History since 1977, for instance, returns only 10 out of 995 articles 
(1.01 percent).1 One of those ten articles is a sardonic piece by an economist chiding the 
field for being atheoretical.2 Seven are histories of theories in natural science or social 
science, ranging from agrarianism to ecology.3 Only one research article uses historical 
methods to contribute directly to an ongoing theoretical debate.4 The tenth result is an 
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essay suggesting that rural and agricultural historians might find value in engaging with 
theories from social and natural sciences. That piece, by Robert P. Swierenga²a co-founder 
of the Social Science History Association and prolific contributor to the new social history of 
the 1970s and 1980s²was published in 1982, and according to Web of Science has been 
cited only nine times.5 A more recent roundtable, not yet indexed by Web of Science, 
includes several suggestions for integrating theoretical insights from science and technology 
studies into agricultural history.6 
 I have no desire to chide agricultural historians for avoiding theory and theorization. 
Indeed, I hope to show below that agricultural history is already quite far from being 
inherently atheoretical. Yet, echoing Robert P. SwierenJD¶VSURSRVDOV,VXJJHVWWKDW
there are opportunities for agricultural historians to pursue interdisciplinary approaches that 
could build bridges with other scholars and expand the audience for our research. I bring 
new insights to bear on this issue, however, drawing on recent work on the relationship 
between theory and social inquiry, to offer what I hope are productive modes for 
agricultural historians²perhaps especially those who do not see themselves as 
³WKHRUHWLFDO´²to engage more directly with theory. To advance the case, I first sketch out 
some thoughts on the nature of theory and theorization that are relevant to researching and 
teaching agricultural history. Then I consider some ways in which theory and theorizing 
already informs research in agricultural history, before concluding with a few brief 
suggestions for furthering the dialogue.  
There is a consciously reflexive element to this essay. I recently found myself in an 
interdisciplinary social science department where both my teaching and research are 
necessarily framed by intense engagements with theory. The analysis and suggestions I 
offer here are thus influenced by my own experience in confronting the challenge of 
integrating theoretical perspectives from other disciplines into historical research and 
teaching, and, even more challenging, seeking to contribute to social science theory by 
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drawing on my own historical research.7 Complicating matters is the tendency for theorists 
to seek simplification and abstraction, while historians seek complexity and contingency. 
7KLVWHQVLRQKDVDJHQHUDWLYHVLGHKRZHYHUIRUDV,RIWHQWHOOP\VWXGHQWV³DOOWKHRU\LV
ZURQJEXWVRPHWKHRULHVDUHXVHIXO´8 The limitations of theory, I suggest below, provide 
an opportunity for developing useful insights in agricultural history, rather than a reason to 
be suspicious or overly skeptical of its possibilities. 
This essay is not intended to be a Grand Call for transforming agricultural history into 
D³VFLHQWLILF´GLVFLSOLQH,VLGHILUPO\ZLWK+D\GHQ:KLWH¶s position that any attempt to build 
DQLPSHQHWUDEOHEDUULHUEHWZHHQ³IDFWXDO´VFLHQFHDQGLQWHUSUHWLYHKLVWRU\LVXQSURGXFWLYHDW
best, and that in any case there is value in producing empirically robust narratives that do 
not try to make universally applicable claims across time or space.9 Nor is this an essay on 
the methodology or philosophy of history. There are numerous important works that do this 
and do it well²albeit rarely with reference to agricultural history per se, with the significant 
exception of the Annales School work of Marc Bloch and Fernand Braudel.10 Instead, I offer 
here a much more limited set of suggestions, intended solely to spark a conversation about 
possibilities for extending the reach and impact of agricultural history in the twenty-first 
century. 
 
Do Agricultural Historians Need Theory? 
 
 Theory can be off-putting for historians, particularly when it is characterized by 
strange jargon or unconventional uses of parentheses. Even more disturbing for historians is 
the apparent willingness of some social theorists to develop elaborate models and 
sophisticated concepts using only the thinnest shards of evidence. Yet at its core, theory is 
simply a set of abstractions that enable us to understand and explain something particular 
about the social or natural world. Theory helps us to confront what is unknown²while 
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crystallizing what is already known²about the social and natural world. It thus enables the 
building of a coherent body of knowledge. In this sense, we all need theory.11 
 Milton Friedman offered a helpful way of thinking about theory with his 1953 
GHFODUDWLRQWKDWLWVKRXOGRSHUDWHDV³DQHQJLQH´IRUDQDO\VLVRIDVRFLDOSKHQRPHQRQUDWKHU
WKDQD³SKRWRJUDSKLFUHSURGXFWLRQRILW´12 Theory, like a highway map, is necessarily an 
abstraction that leaves out empirical details²the messiness and complexity of the real 
ZRUOGLWV³JURXQGWUXWK´²LQRUGHUWRJHQHUDWHNQRZOHGJH)ULHGPDQ¶VSHUVSHFWLYHDV
historical sociologist Donald Mackenzie has shown, was built on problematic and highly 
controversial assumptions about the purpose of theory and its relationship to empirical 
evidence. For Friedman, the predictive power of a theory outweighed its empirical basis; 
what made a theory valuable was its explanatory elegance, not its camera-like accuracy in 
representing the world as it appears.13 Historians who devote their professional lives to 
sifting through archives and verifying the veracity of sources through triangulation and close 
scrutiny of thousands of documents and artifacts, would (and should) reject such a 
ZLOOLQJQHVVWRLJQRUHHPSLULFDOHYLGHQFH<HW)ULHGPDQ¶VQRWLRQWKDWWKHRU\RSHUDWHVPRUH
like an engine than a camera is important, because it helps us to focus on what makes 
theory useful for our disciplinary purposes. Theory need not capture a universal truth in 
photographic detail in order to be productive. 
 Theory is useful for agricultural historians when it enables us to understand and 
explain some aspect of the social or natural world. To derive explanations and deepen our 
understanding, we must make assumptions. Assumptions can be wrong, and as historians 
we know that assumptions depend on context, and that context changes over time and 
space. Yet assumptions help to drive the creation of new knowledge, rather than simply 
restaWHH[LVWLQJNQRZOHGJHDQGDUHWKHUHIRUHD³NH\SDUWRIWKHVNHOHWRQRIWKHRUL]LQJ´14 
Theory becomes especially useful to historians when we are able to test it²e.g., to 
challenge or support its assumptions, or consider the contexts in which a given theory is or 
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is not applicable. If a particular theory does not help us understand or explain something 
about the past, it is not useful.15 But if²like an engine²it does drive new insights, 
understandings, or explanations, the theory can enable other researchers to make sense of 
our findings and build upon them. 
 What I am driving at here is that agricultural historians, whether they know it or not, 
are already theorizing. We could perhaps do a better job of explicitly signaling what we are 
doing, and thereby building bridges to other fields of history and to other disciplines, but we 
DOUHDG\³FRQVWUXFWFRQFHSWVXVHDQDORJLHVEXLOGPRGHOV´LQRXUHIIRUWVWRXQGHUVWDQGDQG
explain the events of the past.16 None of the agricultural historians that I know would 
subscULEHWRWKHQRWLRQWKDWKLVWRU\LVVLPSO\³RQHGDPQHGWKLQJDIWHUDQRWKHU´5DWKHUWKDQ
produce chronologically ordered lists of events from the past, we seek to interpret the past, 
create order from it, and draw out the contemporary significance of either change or 
continuity over time. In this we know that the past is not the same as history; history must 
be actively made, in the present, not through the mere retrieval of past events but through 
deliberate interpretation.17 Critiques of history as an atheoretical discipline tend to rely on 
the assumption that there is a strict opposition between causal explanation and contextual 
understanding (with history supposedly prioritizing the latter over the former), but this 
assumption has been thoroughly rejected by Reinhart Koselleck and Paul Ricoeur.18 
Furthermore, as William Sewell has articulated, historians have a particularly sophisticated²
albeit usually implicit²mode of theorizing, in that we always take temporality into account, 
in multifaceted ways, in our efforts to understand and explain aspects of the social or 
natural world. Like Sewell, I am often struck by the simplistic notions of time and 
temporality that many non-historian social scientists hold. So are many social scientists; it is 
remarkably common for social scientists to criticize their own fields for lacking sophisticated 
approaches to temporality or even ignoring time completely.19 
6 
 
  (YHQZKHQWKHRU\LV³ZURQJ´LQIDLOLQJWRIXOO\FDSWXUHWKHFRQWLQJHQFLHVDQG
complexities of social and natural change over time, it can nonetheless be productive for 
generating new knowledge. And for agricultural historians, perhaps most useful of all is the 
process of theorizing, which, to draw on the work of sociologist Richard Swedberg, I would 
VXJJHVWFDQPDNHRXUZRUN³PRUHLQWHUHVWLQJ´WRDZLGHUDXGLHQFH)RU6ZHGEHUJ³WKHRU\´
LPSOLHV³VRPHWKLQJWKDWLVILQLVKHGRQFHDQGIRUDOODQGW\SLFDOO\H[LVWVLQDSULQWHGIRUP´
ZKHUHDV³WKHRUL]DWLRQ´LVDSURFHVVWKDWDOOVRFLDOUHVHDrchers go through even if they do not 
XOWLPDWHO\GHULYHD³ILQLVKHG´WKHRU\6ZHGEHUJOD\VRXWDVHULHVRIVWHSVLQWKHSURFHVVRI
theorizing that will likely resonate with what most agricultural historians understand 
themselves to be doing in their researFKILUVWREVHUYHDQGLQGRLQJVR³PDNHDQHIIRUWWR
WDSDQXQXVXDOO\EURDGUDQJHRIVRXUFHV´6HFRQGUDWKHUWKDQDWWHPSWLQJWRUHSURGXFH
H[LVWLQJNQRZOHGJHVHHNWRGHYHORSQHZ³VRFLDOIDFWV´DQGWKLUGLILQGRLQJVRVRPHQHZRU
surprising observation has been made, give it a name.20  
In the field of agricultural history, one example of this part of the process of 
WKHRUL]LQJZRXOGEHWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIWKHFRQFHSWRIWKH³DJULFXOWXUDOODGGHU´'HYHORSHG
by economists Richard T. Ely, Henry C. Taylor, and William J. Spillman in the early twentieth 
century, the concept of the agricultural ladder has been deployed, critiqued, redeployed, 
and reconsidered by agricultural historians ever since. Clearly the agricultural ladder has 
been a productive concept, an engine of critical analysis, even if it remains to this day 
XQVDWLVI\LQJDVD³ILQLVKHG´WKHRU\21 Other more recent examples of concepts developed in 
DJULFXOWXUDOKLVWRU\WKDWIDOOVKRUWRIIXOOWKHRU\ZRXOGLQFOXGH6LJULG6FKPDOW]HU¶VXVHRIWKH
Chinese binary yu/tang WRH[SORUHVRFLDOLVWDJULFXOWXUDOVFLHQFH&RXUWQH\)XOOLORYH¶V
FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQRIFURSVHHGVDV³GHHS-WLPHWHFKQRORJLHV´RUP\RZQFRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQRI
D³&ROG:DUIDUPVUDFH´22 
 6ZHGEHUJ¶VIRXUWKVWHSLQWKHSURFHVVRIWKHRUL]LQJ²colligation²is worth dwelling 
upon, for although this is likely an unfamiliar word for agricultural historians, the practice it 
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describes will be recognizable.23 ³&ROOLJDWLRQ´RULJLQDOO\PHDQLQJDPDWHULDl or figurative 
³ELQGLQJWRJHWKHU´RU³FRQMXQFWLRQ´ZDVDSSURSULDWHGE\SKLORVRSKHU:LOOLDP:KHZHOOLQ
1847 to describe the process of mentally binding together multiple empirical facts and 
³VXSHULQGXFLQJ´RQWKHPDFRQFHSWXDOXQLW\/LNHDWKUHDGGUDZLQJ together pearls into a 
necklace, Whewell argued, these superimposed concepts draw together facts.24 Thus 
although colligation entails the imposition of abstraction onto empirical evidence, it 
nonetheless allows the specific facts to also stand on their own, as distinctive elements that 
could be tied together with alternative threads. Here we might see a crucial difference 
between colligation and synthesis, for synthesis entails the creation of a unitary whole that 
becomes effectively distinct from its individual parts; in synthesis the pearls become a 
necklace.25  
In agricultural history, colligation seems most prevalent in our efforts to periodize the 
events of the past (our pearls). Periodization is the process whereby we intentionally distort 
chronological RUFDOHQGULFDOWLPHE\³FRPSUHVVLQJ´QXPHURXVHYHQWVLQWRDJLYHQSHULRGRI
WLPHDQG³LQIODWLQJ´WKHDUWLILFLDOPHQWDOVSDFHEHWZHHQWKHVHDUWLILFLDOO\FRQFHLYHGVHJPHQWV
of time.26 Rather than narrating one linear string of pearl-events, we tie off some sections as 
periods and give those periods names. In agricultural history we develop, debate, and 
reconsider the beginnings, endpoints, and significance of colligated temporal concepts such 
DV³WKHDJULFXOWXUDOUHYROXWLRQ´³1HZ'HDOIDUPSROLF\´³WKH*UHHQ5HYROXWLRQ´DQG³WKH
$QWKURSRFHQH´DPRQJPDQ\RWKHUV27 Not only do we already do this, and do it 
productively, but it is often in the process of periodization that our work becomes most 
³LQWHUHVWLQJ´LQ6ZHGEHUJ¶VVHQVHWRVFKRODUVLQRWKHUILHOGVRI history and even in other 
disciplines. Indeed, in the previous footnote I list works that demonstrate how the 
periodizing work of agricultural historians has been taken up by environmental historians, 
accounting historians, political scientists, economists, and sociologists to generate new 
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insights in adjacent disciplines. In turn, agricultural historians can draw upon the research of 
those fields and disciplines to generate new knowledge or approaches in our own field. 
 Full development of theory, according to Swedberg, requires several more steps²
such as analogizing, typologizing, and/or building a framework or model²before arriving at 
DVDWLVIDFWRU\H[SODQDWLRQ³,WLVKDUGWRFRPHXSZLWKDJRRGH[SODQDWLRQ´LQVLVWV
Swedberg, for this requires creativity and insight and intellectual playfulness, and 
furthermore it must be widely accepted in the field in order to be considered good theory.28 
But the beauty of the process of theorizing is that it is not always necessary to complete all 
the steps in order to deepen our understanding of social or natural phenomena. Observing, 
inquiring, naming, and colligating can in themselves make significant contributions to the 
GHYHORSPHQWRINQRZOHGJHHYHQWKRXJKWKH\IDOOVKRUWRI³ILQLVKLQJ´WKHSURFHVVRI
theorizing. 
 One reason this point seems especially useful for agricultural historians is that it 
offers an important mode for linking our research to our teaching objectives. As historians 
we are increasingly familiar with the supposed notion that undergraduate history degrees 
DUHRIQR³XVH´LQ³WKHUHDOZRUOG´WRZKLFKZHFRPPRQO\UHWRUWWKDWZHGHYHORSHVVHQWLDO
critical thinking and communications skills in our students. While this is undoubtedly true, it 
seems relatively easy for any other discipline²including STEM fields, business and 
management studies, or even technical writing programs²to argue the same, and to do so 
from a privileged position of not watching their enrollments steadily declining. If, however, 
historians can be more explicit about how the process of theorizing in history develops 
unique modes of producing deeper and more sophisticated understanding of relevant social 
and natural phenomena, we have a much more compelling case. Historical approaches to 
theory and theorizing, from this perspective, could be articulated as exceptionally ³XVHIXO´LQ
WKH³UHDOZRUOG´ 
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In the interdisciplinary management school where I currently teach, developing 
VWXGHQWV¶FDSDFLW\WRFRPSUHKHQGDQGDSSO\WKHRU\LVFRQVLGHUHGIXQGDPHQWDO:HJHQHUDOO\
start from theor\QRWWR³VXEVWLWXWHDEVWUDFWLRQ´IRU³UHDOLW\´EXWLQVWHDGWRGHYHORS
VWXGHQWV¶³FDSDFLW\WRFRSHZLWKFRPSOH[LW\´SDUWLFXODUO\³XQGHUFRQGLWLRQVRIXQFHUWDLQW\
DQGLPSHUIHFWLQIRUPDWLRQ´29 This seems remarkably similar to what agricultural historians 
seek to do in the classroom when we assign historical monographs that advance multicausal 
arguments for change over time, or when we send students into the archives to make sense 
of uncertain, contradictory, often fragmentary information. Yet importantly, nearly all 
theory-based teaching in business and management schools focuses on developing 
analytical skills. That is, students are taught to distill complex information into simpler, more 
basic, constituent parts in order to facilitate efficient decision-making.30 While analysis is 
undoubtedly a useful skill, as well as an important aspect of the process of theorizing, it is 
not the same as colligation or synthesis²both of which, I am suggesting, are processes of 
theorizing that historians are especially adept at doing and teaching. Analysis is generally 
taught via the case study method, which despite being enormously popular in law and 
business schools around the world, has also been repeatedly criticized for failing to develop 
the ethical, empathic, sensemaking, and creative abilities that students are expected to take 
ZLWKWKHPLQWRD³UHDOZRUOG´WKDWLVFKDUDFWHUL]HGQRWE\VLPSOLFLW\EXWE\FRPSOH[LW\DQG
uncertainty. Agricultural historians have an opportunity, by explicitly promoting aspects of 
the process of theorizing such as colligation and synthesis in their research and teaching, to 
make a convincing argument for the inherent usefulness of what we do.31 
Another way to understand the importance of theory, then, is to consider it a 
necessary response to the unsettling events of the ever-changing human condition. The 
most ambitious social theorists of the early twentieth century²DuBois, Durkheim, Goldman, 
Weber²produced their insights in the context of enormous upheavals, witnessing mass 
global migrations, rapid technological change, colonization and decolonization, and 
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GHYDVWDWLQJWRWDOZDUIDUH&ULVLVWKHQPD\SURYLGHWKHFRQWH[WIRU³DPELWLRXVERXWVRIQHZ
WKHRUL]LQJ´32 And arguably we currently occupy a time of unprecedented global crisis in 
agriculture: climate change, herbicide-resistant superweeds, bee colony collapse, global 
monocultures . . . the list could go on. Agricultural historians, by engaging more explicitly 
and ambitiously in the process of theorizing, could contribute important insights into how to 
confront the agricultural challenges of our time. Especially important, I would suggest, is the 
ability of many agricultural historians to take transdisciplinary (and not just interdisciplinary) 
approaches to issues such as sustainability that cut across multiple realms of both social and 
natural systems.33 Much existing social science theory²especially in the disciplines of 
economics, sociology, and psychology²focuses almost entirely on socially constructed 
SKHQRPHQDDQGGRHVQRWVHHNWR³H[SODLQWKHLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHVRFLDODQGWKH
ELRSK\VLFDOZRUOGV´34 Agricultural and environmental historians, by contrast, often engage 
most directly with precisely those theoretical perspectives that do apply to the interaction 
between the social and the natural. Indeed, among the most generative of frameworks in 
our field in recent decades has been the integration, thanks to William Cronon and Neil 
6PLWKRIWKH+HJHOLDQDQG0DU[LDQFRQFHSWVRI³ILUVWQDWXUH´DQG³VHFRQGQDWXUH´WRKHOS
PRYHEH\RQGDVLPSOLVWLFGLFKRWRP\EHWZHHQWKH³VRFLDO´DQGWKH³QDWXUDO´35 And, as I 
noted in the introductory paragraph of this essay, one of the most common ways that 
agricultural historians publishing in this journal have worked with theory in recent years is to 
historicize theoretical perspectives that cross the boundaries between social and natural 
sciences, such as ecology. A particularly ambitious project currently underway²WKH³0RYLQJ
&URSVDQGWKH6FDOHVRI+LVWRU\´ZRUNLQJJURXSspearheaded by Francesca Bray, Barbara 
Hahn, John-Bosco Lourdusamy, Tiago Saraiva, and Dagmar Schäfer²is an example of 
precisely this sort of transdisciplinary theorizing in action.36 
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Possibilities for Theory and Theorizing in Agricultural History 
  
In the preceding section I have proposed that agricultural historians are already 
more theoretically engaged than they might think. Indeed, many of the readers of this essay 
are likely better equipped than myself to propose possible avenues for strengthening the 
theoretical engagement in agricultural history. But in the spirit of provoking and welcoming 
further discussion on this topic, I offer below a brief (and by no means exhaustive) set of 
possibilities for drawing on, and contributing to, theories in economics, geography, sociology 
and anthropology, and political science. This relatively limited range of theoretical 
perspectives is necessarily bounded by the limits to my own knowledge, which does not 
reach far into, for instance, poststructural literary theory or evolutionary biology. 
 Agricultural historians have for many decades drawn on economic theories in their 
research, including theories of innovation, imperfect markets, and economic development.37 
It is no mere accident, after all, that among the founders of the Agricultural History Society 
were several individuals who believed that the conjunction of history and economics would 
proGXFHLQVLJKWVLQWREHWWHUIDUPSROLF\6LQFHWKHVRFLHW\¶VIRXQGLQJDV&ODLUH6WURPDQG
Doug Hurt have shown, economic concepts and theories have been very important to the 
field.38 There are, however, theoretical perspectives in economics²including heterodox 
perspectives²that agricultural historians may be less familiar with but might nonetheless 
find helpful for their research. Transaction cost economics, associated with Ronald Coase 
and Oliver Williamson, has been highly influential in much social science research in recent 
decades, and bears significant potential for explaining important aspects of the economic 
behavior of farmers, farm organizations, agricultural businesses, and farm policymakers.39 
Among other insights, transaction cost economics offers a mode for understanding and 
explaining the boundaries between markets, firms, and states²clearly a matter of interest in 
agricultural history, particularly in relation to farm policy. Heterodox approaches to 
economics, including evolutionary economics and behavioral economics, could deepen our 
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KLVWRULFDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIIDUPHUV¶HPEHGGHGQHVVLQFRPSOLFDWHGDQGG\QDPLF
organizations and markets.40  
Even more heterodox perspectives on economic theory, such as new theories of 
financialization²which refers to the growing influence of the practices and 
mentalities of banking and insurance firms in the overall economy²are already 
being adopted by rural sociologists and economic geographers of agriculture. Although 
recent works on financialization sometimes include a historical perspective, there is clearly 
an opportunity for agricultural historians to contribute substantively to this work, not least 
because so much of the literature that adopts a historical perspective generally ignores 
agriculture entirely.41 And importantly, in any engagement with economic theory, agricultural 
historians would do well to remember that we can bring important insights to bear on 
economic theory, not only through our ability to discover robust empirical evidence, but 
through our processes of colligation and synthesis. We need not approach economic theory 
solely from the perspective of applying it to our historical data; we can also use our research 
to test and critique the assumptions that are embedded in economic theory. Financialization, 
a theoretical concept still in the process of being developed, seems especially ripe for 
contributions from our field. 
 Geography has had a long and often close relationship with agricultural history. 
Central place theory, once a foundational theoretical perspective in geography, has been 
influential for some agricultural historians.42 More recently developed concepts and 
frameworks from geography offer possibilities for continuing the dialogue. Global commodity 
chains and global value chains theory, for instance, seems directly relevant to the 
increasingly transnational work that many young agricultural historians are currently 
engaging in.43 The frameworks from commodity chains and value chains analyses have 
become very widely adopted by business actors and policymakers in the world agrifood 
system, so for agricultural historians seeking to engage with contemporary governance 
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issues engaging with the concepts might be especially productive.44 The theory of 
³PHWDEROLFULIW´GHULYHGIURP-RKQ%HOODP\)RVWHU¶VUHDGLQJRI.DUO0DU[DQGUHFHQWO\
adopted by environmental geographers and historians, also seems promising for agricultural 
history as a means of developing systematic understandings of the social and environmental 
processes of capitalist agriculture.45 Geographers have also been among the most 
sophisticated theorists of neoliberalism; the work of Julie Guthman on the contemporary 
politics of organic agriculture seems particularly relevant to the interests of agricultural 
historians seeking to bring historical perspectives to bear on the assumptions underlying 
contemporary food and agricultural policy.46 Geographers are actively incorporating insights 
and methods from history into their work on agriculture and food, suggesting there are 
multiple opportunities for more bidirectional engagement.47 
Sociology and agricultural history have traditionally overlapped intellectually in many 
ways, not least through the active involvement of some influential rural sociologists in 
publishing in the field of agricultural history.48 )URP&KDUOHV*DOSLQ¶VZKHHO-rut analysis of 
UXUDOFRPPXQLWLHVWRPRUHUHFHQWZRUNLQUXUDOZRPHQ¶VKLVWRU\WKHLQIOXHQFHRIUXUDO
sociology on agricultural history has been quite significant.49 Beyond rural sociology, 
however, there are many sociological theories and concepts that might be useful for 
agricultural historians. We have in recent years, for instance, witnessed quite a few uses of 
³SRZHU´LQWLWOHVRIZRUNVLQDJULFXOWXUDOKLVWRU\EXWUDUHO\GRZHVHHWKHRUHWLFDOXQSDFNLQJ
of the term.50 Sociologists and anthropologists have devoted quite a bit of theoretical 
attention to the nature of social power, however. The works of Pierre Bourdieu, Judith 
Butler, Steven Lukes, and C. Wright Mills all potentially offer useful insights for agricultural 
historians concerned with the sources and applications of power in social life.51 Or, from a 
PRUHLQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\SHUVSHFWLYHWKHFRQFHSWRI³ELRSROLWLFV´FRXOGSURGXFHIUXLWIXOLQVLJKWV
for agricultural historians, as the work of Gabriel Rosenberg has demonstrated.52 
14 
 
Political science, finally, opens up many theoretical possibilities for agricultural 
historians. Longstanding theoretical traditions in political science, such as interest group 
theory and state capacity and administrative state-building, have undoubtedly influenced 
work in the political history of agriculture.53 Other core theoretical concepts from political 
science, such as regulatory capture or co-regulation, seem fruitful given the broad 
regulatory powers that historically have been entrusted to state and federal departments of 
agriculture in the United States and Europe.54 Governance in agrifood systems often entails 
complex arrangements between private and public organizations, raising questions of 
accountability, legitimacy, transparency, and sovereignty²all issues for which there are 
robust theoretical literatures that agricultural historians could draw upon and extend.55 
There are of course many more possible theoretical approaches that might be of use 
to agricultural historians. The physical sciences, the humanities, and other realms of the 
social sciences not mentioned here offer many opportunities for engaging with theory and 
WKHRUL]LQJ$:HERI6FLHQFHVHDUFKIRUDQ\YDULDQWRI³WKHRU\´DQG³DJULFXOWXUH´
unrestricted by discipline or journal, reveals at least 11,928 articles that might help us 
understand and explain something surprising that we have discovered in our historical 
research.56 We might also, once we begin working more directly with theory and theorizing, 
find ourselves questioning the assumptions upon which existing theories are built. Such 
questions and approaches could enable agricultural historians to refine and test theory and 
generate new concepts, frameworks, and theories that other disciplines find useful. Not all 
agricultural historians will see a need to engage with theory or theorization. But for those 
who do, rewards await in gaining wider audiences for our contributions, building new 
insights for our students, and recognizing that most of us are already more theoretically 
inclined than we might realize. 
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